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WASHINGTON.-II. 

BY HBNET JAMES. 



III. 

One might have been sure in advance that the character of a 
democracy would nowhere more sharply mark itself than in the 
democratic substitute for a court city, and Washington is cast 
in the mould that expresses most the absence of salient social 
landmarks and constituted features. Here it is that conversation, 
as the only invoked presence, betrays a little its inadequacy to 
the furnishing forth, all by itself, of an outward view. It tells 
us it must be there, since in all the wide empty vistas nothing 
else is, and the general elimination can but have left it. A plead- 
ing, touching effect, indeed, lurks in this sense of it as seated, at 
receipt of eustom, by any decent door of any decent domicile and 
watching the vacancy for reminder and appeal. It is left to con- 
versation alone to people the scene with accents; putting aside 
two or three objects to be specified, there is never an accent in it, 
up and down, far and wide, save such as fall rather on the ear 
of the mind: those projected by the social spirit starved for the 
sense of an occasional emphasis. The White House is an accent 
— one of the lightest, sharpest possible; and the Capitol, of course, 
immensely, another; though the latter falls on the exclusively 
political page, as to which I have been waiting to say a word. It 
should meanwhile be mentioned that we are promised these en- 
hancements, these illustrations, of the great general text, on the 
most magnifient scale; a splendid projected and announced 
Washington of the future, with approaches even now grandly 
outlined and massively marked; in face of which one should, 
perhaps, confess to the futility of any current estimate. If I 
speak thus of the Capitol, however, let me not merely brush past 
the White House to get to it — any more than to feel free to enter 
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it without some preliminary stare at that wondrous Library of 
Congress which glitters in fresh and almost unmannerly emu- 
lation, almost frivolous irrelevance of form, in the neighborhood 
of the greater building. About the ingenuities and splendors of 
this last costly structure, a riot of rare material and rich orna- 
ment, there would doubtless be much to say — did not one every- 
where, on all such ground, meet the open eye of criticism simply 
to establish with it a private intelligence, simply to respond to 
it by a deprecating wink. The guardian of that altar, I think, is 
but too willing, on such a hint, to let one pass without the sac- 
rifice. 

It is a case again here, as on fifty other occasions, of the tribute 
instantly paid by the revisiting spirit; but paid, all without ques- 
tion, to the general Tcind of presence for which the noisy air, over 
the land, feels, so sensibly, an inward ache — the presence that 
corresponds there, no matter how loosely, to that of the housing 
and harboring European Church in the ages of great disorder. 
The Universities and the greater Libraries (the smaller, for a 
hundred good democratic reasons, are another question,) repeat, 
in their manner, to the imagination, East and West, the note of 
the old thick- walled convents and quiet cloisters: they are large 
and charitable, they are sturdy, often proud and often rich, and 
they have the incalculable value that they represent the only in- 
termissions to inordinate rapacious traffic that the scene offers 
to view. With this suggestion of sacred ground, they play even 
upon the most restless of analysts as they will, making him face 
about, with ecstasy, any way they seem to point; so that he feels 
it his business much less to count over their shortcomings than 
to proclaim them places of enchantment. They are better at their 
worst than anything else at its best, and the comparatively sweet 
sounds that stir their theoretic stillness are for him as echoes of 
the lyre of Apollo. The Congressional Library is magnificent, 
and would become thus a supreme sanctuary even were it ten 
times more so : there would seem to be nothing then but to pro- 
nounce it a delight and have done with it — or let the appalled 
imagination, in other words, slink into it and stay there. But here 
is pressed, precisely, with particular force, the spring of the 
question that takes but a touch to sound: is the case of this re- 
markable creation, by exception, a case in which the violent 
waving of the pecuniary wand has incontinently produced in- 
vol. clxxxii. — no. 595. 57 
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terest? The answer can only be, I feel, a shy assent — though 
shy, indeed, only till the logic of the matter is apparent. This 
logic is that, though money alone can gather in on such a scale 
the treasures of knowledge, these treasures, in the form of books 
and documents, themselves organize and furnish their world. 
They appoint and settle the proportions, they thicken the air, 
they people the space, they create and consecrate all their rela- 
tions, and no one shall say that, where they scatter life, which 
they themselves in fact are, history does not promptly attend. 
Emphatically yes, therefore, the great domed and tiered, galleried 
and statued central hall of the Congressional, the last word of 
current constructional science and artistic resource, already 
crowns itself with that grace. 

The graceful thing in Washington beyond any other, none the 
less, is the so happily placed and featured White House, the late 
excellent extensions and embellishments of which have of course 
represented expenditure — but only of the refined sort imposed by 
some mature portionless gentlewoman on relatives who have ac- 
cepted the principle of making her, at a time of life, more 
honorably comfortable. The whole ample precinct and margin 
formed by the virtual continuity of its grounds with those ex- 
panses in which the effect of the fine Washington Obelisk rather 
spends or wastes itself (not a little as if some loud monosyllable 
had been uttered, in a preoccupied company, without a due pro- 
duction of sympathy or sense) — the fortunate isolation of the 
White House, I say, intensifies its power to appeal to that musing 
and mooning visitor whose perceptions alone, in all the conditions, 
I hold worthy of account. Hereabouts, beyond doubt, history had 
from of old seemed to me insistently seated, and I remember a 
short spring-time of years ago when Lafayette Square itself, con- 
tiguous to the Executive Mansion, could create a rich sense of 
the past by the use of scarce other witchcraft than its com- 
mand of that pleasant perspective, and its possession of the most 
prodigious of all Presidential effigies, Andrew Jackson, as ar- 
chaic as a Mnevite king, prancing and rocking through the ages. 
If that atmosphere, moreover, in the fragrance of the Washington 
April, was even a quarter of a century since as a liquor of bitter- 
sweet taste, overflowing its cup, what was the ineffable mixture 
now, with all the elements further distilled, all the life further 
sacrificed, to make it potent? One circled about the place as for 
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meeting the ghosts, and one paused, under the same impulse, be- 
fore the high palings of the White House drive, as if wondering 
at haunted ground. There the ghosts stood in their public array, 
spectral enough and clarified; yet scarce making it easier to 
" place " the strange, incongruous blood-drops, as one looked 
through the rails, on that revised and freshened page. But one 
fortunately has one's choice, in all these connections, as one turns 
away; the mixture, as I have called it, is really here so fine. 
General Jackson, in the centre of the Square, still rocks his hobby 
and the earth; but the fruit of the interval, to my actual eyes, 
hangs nowhere brighter than in the brilliant memorials, lately 
erected, to Lafayette and to Eochambeau. Artful, genial, ex- 
pressive, the tribute of French talent, these happy images supply, 
on the spot, the note without which even the most fantasticating 
sense of our national past would feel itself rub forever against 
mere brown homespun. Everything else gives way, for me, I 
confess, as I again stand before them; everything, whether as 
historic fact, or present agrement, or future possibility, yields to 
this one high luxury of our old friendship with France. 

The " artistic " Federal city already announced spreads itself 
then before us, in plans elaborated even to the finer details, a city 
of palaces and monuments and gardens, symmetries and circles 
and far radiations, with the big Potomac for water-power and 
water-effect and the recurrent Maryland spring, so prompt and 
so full-handed, for a perpetual benediction. This image has, 
above all, the value, for the considering mind, that it presents 
itself as under the wide-spread wings of the general Government, 
which fairly make it figure to the rapt vision as the object caught 
up in eagle claws and lifted into fields of air that even the high 
brows of the municipal boss fail to sweep. The wide-spread 
wings affect us, in the prospect, as great fans that, by their mere 
tremor, will blow the work, at all steps and stages, clean and clear, 
disinfect it, quite ideally, of any germ of the job, and prepare 
thereby for the American voter, on the spot and in the pride of 
possession, quite a new kind of civic consciousness. The scheme 
looms largest, surely, as a demonstration of the possibilities of 
that service to him, and nothing about it will be more interesting 
than to measure — though this may take time — the nature and 
degree of his alleviation. Will the new pride I speak of suffi- 
ciently inflame him? Will the taste of the new consciousness, 
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finding him so fresh to it, prove the right medicine? One can 
only regret that we must still rather indefinitely wait to see — 
and regret it all the more that there is always, in America, yet 
another lively source of interest involved in the execution of 
such designs, and closely involved just in proportion as the high 
intention, the formal majesty, of the thing seems assured. It 
comes back to what we constantly feel, throughout the country, 
to what the American scene everywhere depends on for half its 
appeal or its effect; to the fact that the social conditions, the 
material, pressing and pervasive, make the particular experiment 
or demonstration, whatever it may pretend to, practically a new 
and incalculable thing. This general Americanism is often the 
one tag of character attaching to the case after every other ap- 
pears to have abandoned it. The thing is happening, or will 
have to happen, in the American way — that American way which 
is more different from all other native ways, taking country with 
country, than any of these latter are different from each other; 
and the question is of how, each time, the American way will 
see it through. 

The element of suspense — beguilement, ever, of the sincere 
observer — is provided for by the fact that, though this American 
way never fails to come up, he has to recognize as by no means 
equally true that it never fails to succeed. It is inveterately ap- 
plied, but with consequences bewilderingly various ; which means, 
however, for our present moral, but that the certainty of the 
determined American effect is an element to attend quite espe- 
cially such a case as the employment of the arts of design, on 
an unprecedented scale, for public uses, the adoption on this 
scale of the whole aesthetic law. Encountered in America, phe- 
nomena of this order strike us mostly as occurring in the his- 
toric void, as having to present themselves in the hard light of 
that desert, and as needing to extort from it, so far as they can, 
something of the shading of their interest. Encountered in older 
countries, they show, on the contrary, as taking up the references, 
as consenting perforce to the relations, of which the air is al- 
ready full, and as having thereby much rather to get themselves 
expressive by charm than to get themselves expressive by weight. 
The danger " in Europe " is of their having too many things to 
say, and too many others to distinguish these from; the danger 
in the States is of their not having things enough — with enough 
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tone and resonance furthermore to give them. What therefore 
will the multitudinous and elaborate forms of the Washington 
to come have to " say," and what, above all, besides gold and sil- 
ver, stone and marble and trees and flowers, will they be able to 
say it with? That is one of the questions in the mere phrasing 
of which the restless analyst finds a thrill. There is a thing 
called interest that has to be produced for him — positively as if 
he were a rabid usurer with a clutch of his imperilled bond. 
He has seen again and again how the most expensive effort often 
fails to lead up to interest, and he has seen how it may bloom in 
soil of no more worth than so many layers of dust and ashes. 
He has learnt in fact — he learns greatly in America — to mis- 
trust any plea for it directly made by money, which operates too 
often as the great puffing motor-car framed for whirling him, in 
his dismay, quite away from it. And he has inevitably noted, 
at the same time, from how comparatively few other sources this 
rewarding dividend on his invested attention may be drawn. He 
thinks of these sources as few, that is, because he sees the same 
ones — those are references by which interest is fed— used again 
and again, with a desperate economy; sees the same ones, even 
as the human heroes, celebrities, extemporized lions, or scape- 
goats, required social and educational figure-heads and " values," 
having to serve in all the connections and adorn all the tales. 
That is one of the liveliest of his American impressions. He has 
at moments his sense that, in presence of such vast populations 
and instilled, emulous demands, there is not, outside the mere 
economic, enough native history, recorded or current, to go round. 

IV. 

It seemed to me on the spot, moreover, that such reflections 
were rather more than less pertinent in face of the fact that I 
was again to find the Capitol, whenever I approached, and above 
all whenever I entered it, a vast and many-voiced creation. The 
thing depends, of course, somewhat on the visitor, who will be 
the more responsive, I think, the further back into the "origins " 
of the whole American spectacle his personal vision shall carry 
him; but this hugest, as T suppose it, of all the homes of debate 
only asks to put forth, on opportunity, an incongruous, a various, 
an inexhaustible charm. I may as well say at once that I had 
found myself from the first adoring the Capitol, though I may 
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not pretend here to dot all the i's of all my reasons — since some 
of these might appear below the dignity of the subject, and others 
alien to its simplicity. The ark of the American covenant may 
strike one thus, at any rate, as a compendium of all the national 
ideals, a museum, crammed full, even to overflowing, of all the 
national terms and standards, weights and measures and em- 
blems of greatness and glory, and indeed as a builded record of 
half the collective vibrations of a people; their conscious spirit, 
their public faith, their bewildered taste, their ceaseless curiosity, 
their arduous and interrupted education. Such were to my vision 
at least some of its aspects, but the place had a hundred sides, 
and, if I had had time to look for others still, I felt I should 
have found them. What it comes to — whereby the "pull," in 
America, is of the greatest — is that association really reigns there, 
and in the richest, and even again and again in the drollest, forms ; 
it is thick and vivid and almost gross, it assaults the wondering 
mind. The labyrinthine pile becomes thus inordinately amusing 
— taking the term in its finer modern sense. The analogy may 
seem forced, but it affected me as playing in Washington life 
very much the part that St. Peter's, of old, had seemed to me 
to play in Eoman: it offered afternoon entertainment, at the 
end of a longish walk, to any spirit in the humor for the uplifted 
and flattered vision — and this without suggesting that the sub- 
limities in the two cases, even as measured by the profanest 
minds, tend at all to be equal. The Washington dome is indeed 
capable in the Washington air, of admirable, of sublime, effects; 
and there are eases in which, seen at a distance above its yellow 
Potomac, it varies but by a shade from the sense — yes, abso- 
lutely the divine campagna-sense — of St. Peter's and the like- 
colored Tiber. 

But the question is positively of the impressiveness of the great 
terraced Capitol hill, with its stages and slopes, staircases and 
fountains, its general presentation of its charge. And if the 
whole mass and prospect "amuse," as I say, from the moment 
they are embraced, the visitor curious of the democratic assimila- 
tion of the greater dignities and majesties will least miss the 
general logic. That is the light in which the whole thing is 
sitpremely interesting; the light of the fact, illustrated at every 
turn, that the populations maintaining it deal with it so directly 
and intimately, so sociably and humorously. We promptly take 
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in that, if ever we are to commune in a concentrated way with 
the sovereign people, and see their exercised power raise a side- 
wind irony for forms and arrangements other than theirs, the 
occasion here will amply serve. Indubitably, moreover, at a 
hundred points, the irony operates, and all the more markedly 
under such possible interference; the interference of the monu- 
mental spittoons, that of the immense amount of vulgar, of bar- 
baric, decoration, that of the terrible artistic tributes from, and 
scarce less to, the different States — the unassorted marble man- 
nikins in particular, each a portrayal by one of the common- 
wealths of her highest worthy, which make the great Rotunda, 
the intended Valhalla, resemble a stonecutter's collection of priced 
sorts and sizes. Discretion exists, throughout, only as a flower 
of the very first or of these very latest years; the large middle 
time, corresponding, and even that unequally, with the English 
Victorian, of sinister memory, was unacquainted with the name, 
and waits there now, in its fruits, but for some far-flaring act- 
of -faith of the future: a sacrifice to the aesthetic law which one 
already feels stirring the air, so that it may arrive, I think, with 
an unexampled stride. Nothing will have been more interesting, 
surely, than so public a wiping-over of the aesthetic slate, with all 
the involved collective compunctions and repudiations, the general 
exhibition of a colossal conscience, a conscience proportionate to 
the size and wealth of the country. To such grand gestures does 
the American scene lend itself ! 

The elements in question are meanwhile there, in any case, 
just as the sovereign people are there, " going over " their prop- 
erty; but we are aware none the less of impressions — that of the 
ponderous proud Senate, for instance, so sensibly massive; that 
of the Supreme Court, so simply, one almost says so chastely, 
yet, while it breathes supremacy, so elegantly, so all intellectually, 
in session — under which the view, taking one extravagance with 
another, recurs rather ruefully to glimpses elsewhere caught, 
glimpses of authority emblazoned, bewigged, bemantled, be- 
marshalled, in almost direct defeat of its intention of gravity. 
For the reinstated absentee, in these presences, the mere re- 
covery of native privilege was at all events a balm — after too 
many challenged appeals and abused patiences, too many hushed 
circuitous creepings, among the downtrodden, in other and more 
bristling halls of state. The sense of a certain large, final be- 
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nignity in the Capitol comes then, I think, from this impression, 
that the national relation to it is that of a huge flourishing 
Family to the place of business, the estate-office, where, in a 
myriad open ledgers, which offer no obscurity to the hereditary 
head for figures, the account of their colossal revenue is kept. 
They meet there in safe sociability, as all equally initiated and 
interested — not as in a temple or a citadel, but by the warm 
domestic hearth of Columbia herself; a motherly, chatty, clear- 
spectacled Columbia, who reads all the newspapers, knows, to the 
last man, every one of her sons by name, and, to the last boy, 
even her grandsons, and is fenced off, at the worst, but by con- 
centric circles of rocking-chairs. It is impossible, as I say, not 
to be fondly conscious of her welcome — unless again, and yet 
again, I read into the general air, confusedly, too much of the 
happy accident of the basis of my introduction. But if my 
sensibility responds, with intensity, to this, so much the better; 
for what were such felt personal aids and influences, after all, 
but cases and examples, embodied expressions of character, type, 
distinction, products of the working of the whole thing? — 
specimens, indeed, highly concentrated and refined, and made 
thereby, I admit, more charming and insidious. 

It must also be admitted, that to exchange the outer aspects 
of the vast monument for the inner is to be reminded with some 
sharpness of a Washington in which half the sides that have 
held our attention drop, as if rather abashed, out of sight. Not 
its pleasant brightness as of a winter watering-place, not its 
connections, however indirect, with the older, but those with the 
newer, the newest, civilization, seem matter of recognition for its 
various marble fronts; it rakes the prospect, it rakes the con- 
tinent, to a much more sweeping purpose, and is visibly concerned 
but in immeasurable schemes of which it can consciously remain 
the centre. Here, in the vast spaces — mere empty light and air, 
though such pleasant air and such pretty light as yet — the great 
Federal future seems, under vague bright forms, to hover and to 
stalk, making the horizon recede to take it in, making the ter- 
races too, below the long colonnades, the admirable standpoints, 
the sheltering porches, of political philosophy. The compara- 
tively new wings of the building filled me, whenever I walked 
here, with thanksgiving for their large and perfect elegance: so, 
in Paris, might the wide mated fronts that are of such a noble 



WASHINGTON. 905 

effect on either side of the Rue Royale shine in multiplied maj- 
esty and recovered youth over an infinite Place de la Concorde. 
These parts of the Capitol, on their Acropolis height, are ideally 
constructed for " raking," and for this suggestion of their domi- 
nating the American scene in playhouse gallery fashion. You 
are somehow possessed of it all while you tread them — their 
marhle embrace appears so the compliment of the vast democratic 
lap. Though I had them in general, for contemplation, quite to 
myself, I met one morning a trio of Indian braves, braves dispos- 
sessed of forest and prairie, but as free of the builded labyrinth 
as they had ever been of these; also arrayed in neat pot-hats, 
shoddy suits and light overcoats, with their pockets, I am sure, 
full of photographs and cigarettes: circumstances all that quick- 
ened their resemblance on the much bigger scale, to Japanese 
celebrities, or to specimens, on show, of what the Government can 
do with people with whom it is supposed able to do nothing. 
They seemed just then and there, for a mind fed betimes on the 
Leatberstocking Tales, to project as in a flash an image in itself 
immense but foreshortened and simplified — reducing to a single 
smooth stride the bloody footsteps of time. One rubbed one's 
eyes, but there, at its highest polish, shining in the beautiful day, 
was the brazen face of history, and there, all about one, immacu- 
late, the printless pavements of the State. 

Henet Jambs. 



